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THE CLINTON HIGH SCHOOL DESEGREGATION CASE 
In the early 1950s, racial segregation in the 
nation's public schools was the custom across 
America. Although all of the academies in a given 
school district were supposed to equal , as enunciated 
in the United States Supreme Court's Plessy v. 
Ferguson case, which made "separate but equal" the 
standard, most schools attended by African-American 
children were significantly substandard to the schools 
attended by children of European descent. On May 17, 
1954, a unanimous United States Supreme Court over-
turned the Plessy doctrine and required the desegrega-
tion of schools across the nation. While the Court 's 
decision did not abolish segregation in other public 
arenas or required the desegregation of public schools 
by a specific date, it did affirm that the permissive or 
de rigueur segregation , which existed in a number of 
states, was unconstitutional. However, before the 
Court's mandated public school desegregation ruling 
became a reality, African Americans in a number of 
southern cities protested against the region 's de Jure 
practice of racial segregation in its schools, and some 
had previously filed suits against their respective 
school boards and districts. 
One such case occurred in Tennessee, when 
African Americans in Clinton, Tennessee, began the 
frontal assault on Jim Crow education when they 
sought redress for their children, who were bused to an 
all black high school in Knoxville . Using the litigious 
device of the National Association for the 
Advancement o f Colored People (NAACP), in 
December 1950 attorneys Avon N. Williams, Jr., Carl 
Cowan, and Z. A lexander Looby filed the McSwain v. 
Board o/A nderson County, Tennessee school desegre-
gati on case in federal district court. The attorneys filed 
the case on behalf of black families in Clinton , who 
asked that their children be allowed to attend Clinton 
High School. Tennessee's first public school desegre-
gation case was filed four years before the United 
States Supreme Court handed down its unanimous 
decision in the landmark Brown v. Board of Education, 
Topeka, Kansas case. 
The case originally known as Joheather 
McSwain v. Anderson County Board of Education et al. 
went to trial two years later in February 1952. On April 
25 of the same year, the court rendered its decision in 
favor of the Anderson County Board of Education. 
Subsequently, the case was appealed to the Cincinnati 
Court of Appeals, where it remained until the 1954 
United States Supreme Court ruling. After the Court 's 
Brown v. Board of Education decision rendering null and 
void the discriminatory racial proscriptions of the 
nation's public schools, the United States District Court 
in Knoxville ruled that Anderson County high schools 
desegregate by the fall of 1956. 
The court 's decree brought an end to Anderson 
County School Board's prolonged phase of litigation and 
resistance to school desegregation. On August 20, 1956, 
12 African-American students (Jo Ann Allen, Bobby 
Cain, Theresa Caswell, Minnie Ann Dickey, Gail Ann 
Epps, Ronnie Hayden, Alva Joheather McSwain, 
Edward Lee Soles, Maurice Soles, Regina Turner, Alfred 
Williams, and Charles Williams) registered without 
racial confront~tion for classes at Clinton High School. 
When classes began on August 27, mo~t of the school's 
student population accepted the " Clinton 12." However, 
racial peace did not reign throughout the high school's 
desegregation process. 
Out-of-state white agitators John Kasper, exec-
utive secretary of the Seaboard White Citizens Council, 
and Asa Carter, leader of the violent Birmingham White 
Citizens' Council, organized anti -bl ack resistance in 
Cl inton . Because of the turmoil created by their actions, 
Governor Frank G. Clement ca lled out the National 
Guard to restore law and order and to disengage the 
viciously organized anti-black resistance. The "Clinton 
12" withstood months of derisive ridicule and intimida-
tion . Pioneering black students in Clinton , Tennessee, 
endured the same segregationist ire during the 1956-57 
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school year as did the "Arkansas Nine" during the 1957-
58 school year. 
While the nation remembers Little Rock, 
Arkansas' Central High School desegregation crisis, the 
school desegregation crisis at Clinton High School in 
Tennessee has been all but forgotten . A review of the lit-
erature on the modern civil rights movement reveals a 
body of knowledge about the Little Rock Nine and their 
courageous struggle toward the desegregation of Central 
High School. However, although the media reported the 
Anderson County school desegregation case, there is lit-
tle notice or no mention by the chroniclers of the mod-
ern civil rights literature that Anderson County's Clinton 
High School became the first public high school in the 
South to graduate a student of African-American her-
itage. On May 17, 1957, three years to the day after the 
United States Supreme Court 's Brown v. Board of 
Education decision, Bobby Cain of the "Clinton 12," the 
only African-American senior eligible to graduate, 
became the first African American to be graduated from 
a previously segregated public high school in the South. 
The following year, Gail Ann Epps became the first 
African-American female to be graduated from a deseg-
regated public high school in Tennessee. 
In 1955, five years after filing the Clinton 
school desegregation case, attorneys Z. Alexander 
Looby and Avon N. Williams, Jr., filed suit against the 
Nashville Board of Education . On behalfof A. Z. Kelley, 
a barber whose son Robert was denied access to nearby 
white East High School , Looby and Williams, in consul-
tation with the NAACP and Thurgood Marshall-
Williams' cousin-sought legal remedy under the 
Roher/ W Kelley et al. v. Board of Education case. The 
case was not heard until 1956, when William E. Miller, 
a federal district judge, ordered Nashville's Board of 
Education to prepare a plan for desegregation by January 
of the following year. In the fall of the following year, 
thirteen young African-American students of elemen-
tary-school age registered at five formerly all-white 
schools. As the students began attending the schools, 
white mobs screaming racial epithets met them. Mayor 
Ben West ordered the city's law-keeping force to main-
tain the peace and to protect the rights of the first-grade 
students, who were instrumental in bringing down sepa-
rate but unequal education in Nash vi lie. Because of the 
Brown V Board of' Education decision, other cities 
across Tennessee also began dismantling their segregat-
ed public school systems. 
On May 17, many will celebrate the 5oth 
anniversary of the NAACP's victory in its United States 
Supreme Court case of Brown v. Board of Education of 
Topeka, Kansas. The accomplishments of the NAACP's 
Legal Defense Fund attorneys Thurgood Marshall, 
Charles Houston, Constance Baker Motley and others 
assisted in making public education accessible and equi-
table to all of the nation's children. 
The case of McSwain v. Anderson County 
Board of Education et al. demonstrated to other 
Tennessee locales that, despite agitation from outsiders 
or the eruption of violence, efforts to delay or stall court 
orders to desegregate the state's public schools would 
ultimately fail, and children of African descent would 
gain the right to be educated in racially desegregated 
school systems. 
--Linda T. Wynn 
